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Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

Abstract
Through the use of qualitative research methods, and a literature review of multiple scholars, this
paper explored teacher perceptions of culturally responsive classrooms. The intent of qualitative
research methods is to describe and clarify human experiences as it appears in people's lives

(Polkinghorne,2005). Geneva Gay (as cited in Bazron, et. al. 2005, p.

l) defines culturally

responsive teachings in the following way: "using the cultural knowledge, prior experience,
frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning more
relevant and effective for them." For the purpose of this study, teachers were interviewed to gain

insight about how they viewed culture, how they regarded the importance of being culturally
responsive, and how creating a classroom that is culturally responsive provides all students with
an equal learning opportunity. Five teachers at a school in Northern,

VA participated in this

study to discuss their perceptions of a culturally responsive classroom. Seven themes emerged

from the findings. The themes were: culturally responsive curriculum, academic and social
benefits of a culturally relevant curriculum/classroom, culturally responsive classroom resources,
barriers of creating culturally relevant classroom, facilitators of creating culturally relevant
classrooms, creating home-school connections, and the importance of administrative support.
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INTRODUCTION
When I began the process of researching and collecting data on Teacher Perceptions of

Culturally Responsive Classrooms, I had no idea how it would begin to shape me as a teacher, or
how relevant the research would be in our society today. The demographics and cultures of the
students in the public-school system are changing rapidly (Lucas

& Villegas, 2007). For

example, in 2005, six states, including the district of Washington D.C. reported that the majority

of their students were students of color , and that one out of every five students spoke a language
other than English at home (Lucas & Villegas, 2007), moreover, the United State's racial and

cultural diversity rose from 52Vo in 1993 to 61To in 2006 (Tilgham,2014). As a special
education teacher, and having taught in three different states, I have witnessed this shift in racial
and cultural demographics in the school systems.

While witnessing this shift, I could not help but wonder how teachers perceived the
change and how they kept up with the academic and behavioral demands of the changes in their
classrooms. Therefore, in today's schools, there is a growing need for teachers to become

culturally competent and create culturally responsive learning environments, as a teacher who
does not understand the role of culture in the teaching and learning process, may not be able to
teach in culturally responsive and effective ways (Polydore

2

& Siwatu, 2010).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

All

students have the potential to learn, regardless of their cultural or linguistic

background, ability, or disability (Lucas & Villegas, 2007). Geneva Gay (as cited in Bazron, et.
al. 2005, p. 1) defines culturally responsive teachings in the following way: "using the cultural
knowledge, prior experience, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse
students to make learning more relevant and effective for

them," and when teachers instruct in a

culturally responsive way, they can strengthen student connections with schools, reduce behavior
problems, and enhance learning, for students who are culturally and linguistically diverse
(Bazron, et al, 2005). Furthermore, Gloria Ladson- Billings (as cited in Coffey, 2008) defines

culturally responsive teachers as, "a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially,
emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and
attitudes."

Culturally responsive teachers need to be aware of and understand their students' cultural
background and home life, and recognize that all students bring to school their own cultural
practices, that affect classroom behaviors and the teaching and learning process (Siwatu and

Polydore,2010).A student's set of cultural practices can include, but is not limited to, the
language spoken at home, student interests, disciplinary actions that are used at home, student

behavior, exposure to certain topics, academic and social motivators, and learning environments

(Siwatu and Polydore, 2010).
Based on the conception that many teachers most

likely do not share the same culture and

language backgrounds as their students, the importance of teachers finding ways to increase their
3

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

understanding of the different cultures in the their rooms cannot be overemphasized, given the

growing number of multicultural and multilingual students in our school system. (Dong, 2005).
Gloria Ladson-Billings (2006) argues that, "teachers who learn more about their students'
backgrounds, cultures, and experiences feel more capable and efficacious in their work as
teachers." (p. 36) Ladson-Billings (2006) also believes that culturally competent teaching is one

in which teachers responsibility is "... helping students to recognize and honor their own cultural
beliefs and practices while acquiring access to the wider culture, where they are likely to have a
chance of improving their socioeconomic status and making informed decisions about the lives

they wish to lead.

"...

teachers (need to) focus on what improves the lives of the students,

families, and communities they serve- not to make teachers feel better about themselves. (p. 36).
School Demosraphics

It has been more than 50 years since the schools in the United States have been racially
integrated, (Lucas & Villegas, 2007) and the cultural differences of our students in the schools
continue to increase (Tilgham, P., 2014).ln 1972,227o of students in the public-school system

identified themselves as racial/minority backgrounds, compared to 2003, where 4l7o of students
enrolled identified themselves as a racial/ethnic minority (Lucas & Villegas, 2007). During the
2002-2003 school year in the United States, 4 million students were provided services for

English as a Learned Language (ELL), and 42Vo of all students in kindergarten through twelfth
grade were students of color (Tilgham,P.,,2014). Furthermore, in the U.S. school systems
teacher diversity contrasts with the growing diversity of the students. Recent data suggests that

4
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40Vo of the school-aged students

identify themselves as students of color, while teachers in the

school system remain 9AVa white (Price-Dennis & Souto-Manning, M.,

20ll).As

a result

of

a

non diverse teacher population, white teachers are more likely to associate success and hard

work on white, middle class, ideologies and values and teachers will teach the way they learned;
which continues to reinforce inequalities among our students and segregate academic success
(Price-Dennis & Souto-Manning, M., 201 1).

Even with the changing demographics of the students in the school system, students who
excel in the United States public school systems continue to be white and from economically
advantaged backgrounds. It is also well documented that a person's social class and race is the
best predictor for academic success and future standing in our school system and society (Price-

Dennis & Souto-Manning, M., 2011; Lucas & Villegas, 2007). Not only do teachers need to
recognize the privileges that come with a certain social class and race, but teachers need to
understand the uneven and unequal distribution of wealth and income in the US, and that

it

greatly impacts student learning and future success of their students (Lucas & Villegas, 2007).

Because of these discrepancies, Bemark et. al. (2005) assert that the results can lead to,

".... lower school success rates for inner-city, disadvantaged youth and is related to fewer
educational opportunities, a poor quality of education, high dropout rates, negative stereotyping,
and fewer multiracial instructional resources" (p. 2). Moreover, when students cultures clash

with the school culture, students from nondominant cultural groups are put at a disadvantage.
The disadvantages these students face include: low academic and social expectations for students
5
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from low status groups, poor general and multicultural learning materials, large class sizes,
assignment of the least-experienced teachers to classes in which students need the most help,

little regard of cultural differences, unfair testing practice, and
a diverse student population (Lucas

a

curriculum that does not reflect

& Villegas, 2007).

Impacts of a non-culturally resqonsive environment
Not recognizing the diversity of our students has devastating effects for the academic and
social achievement of students of colors in U.S. public schools (Paris, 2012).In the 1960's and

70's, being part of a non-white culture was seen as a deficit, and the non-white cultures were
expected

to conform to the white culture, by learning

the dominant language, become familiar

with white culture, and conform to the ways of schooling of the white culture (Paris,

2012,, p. 2).

Furthermore, Paris (2012) argues that diverse cultural practices that did not match with White,
middle-class norms were perceived as inferior and unworthy of a place in U.S. schools and
society (p. 2). Paris (2012) goes on to say that the policies in the public schools are not much

different today and that the policies we instill in our public school system continue to show
disinterest in sustaining the languages and cultures of non-mainstream groups, immigrant

families, and communities of color (p.2).

In a school system where languages and cultures are not considered important enough to
be encouraged and recognized, students

will continue to lose their heritage,

language, and culture

in order to achieve in United States publics schools (Paris, 2012). Paris (2012) believes that we
need a new approach to culturally responsive teaching, and provide teachers opportunities to to

6
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understand and embrace the values of their students (p. 3) Paris (2012) offers the term culturally

sustaining pedagogy as a term that embraces and supports the past and present values and
cultures of our multiethnic and multilingual students (p. 3). Paris (2012) says that culturally
sustatning pedagopy, "requires that they (teachers) support young people in sustaining the

cultural and linguistic competence of this communities while simultaneously offering access to
dominant cultural competence (p. 3 .)" Culturally sustainirtg pedagog-y is further defined by Paris
as a system that "supports the multiethnic and

multilingual present and futures... and it requires

they they (teachers) support young people in sustaining the cultural and linguistic competence of

their communities while simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural competence (pg.
95)." Unfortunately, there is currently a state in which there is an explicit ban on studying the
histories, literatures, and struggles of particular ethnic groups (Arizona House Bill 2281), which
is another example of the return of explicit deficit perspectives, policies, and pedagogies (Paris,

20t2).

Many teachers, says Gary Howard (as cited in Curran et. al, 2004, p.26), in the public
school system come from white neighborhoods, attended mostly white colleges for teacher
education, and had white teachers as college educators. Therefore, the culture in which teachers
expect their students to conform, is based on white, middle class, standards (Curran, et.

a1.,

2004), as a majority of our teacher educators are overwhelmingly white, middle class,

monolingual English speakers (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Moreover, Geneva Gay (as cited in
Curran et. al, 2004, p.26) suggests that when students possess different cultural experiences than
the dominant, white culture, their teachers find the student to be unlovable, challenging, and
7
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difficult to embrace and

as a result, Bowers and Finders (as cited

have found that teaching instruction is then often presented as if

in Curran et. al, 2004,p.26)

it was "culturally neutral,"

rather than white, middle-class instruction.
Angela Valenzuela (as cited in Curran et. aL,2004, p. 30) would call "culturally neutral"

instruction, "subtractive schooling," which is when teachers do not consider how cultural values
and norms underlie behavior, but to a teacher looks like a lack of interest in school. Another

example, of subtractive schooling (or culturally neutral instruction) would be for a teacher to
ignore a student's' knowledge of Spanish, or even treat the knowledge as a deficit, instead of
seeing

it as a strength and finding ways to implement the students' culture into

the curriculum

(Curran, et. al., 2004). Unfortunately, teachers who possess this neutral or "colorblind" ideology
miss important features of a student and miss out on seeing student strengths and ways in which
they can implement other cultures into the curriculum (Milner & Tenore,2010)

.

When students' personal cultural experiences are ignored, the results can lead to unequal
and inequitable teaching practices toward students of color, and students with cultural and

linguistic differences (Milner & Tenore,2010). Moreover, cultural disconnect between the
school and student, contributes to poor self-concepts, discipline problems, and poor academic
achievement for students with cultural and linguistic differences (Howard, 2007). An alternative

to subtractive schooling is creating and implementing culturally responsive instruction, which
I.{ieto & Bode (as cited in Tigham,2074, p.2) says is, "instruction that capitalizes on the
strengths students bring to the classroom by identifying, nurturing, and promoting diverse
strengths and heightens student achievement for all students.

I

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

The research regarding subtractive schooling and the importance of recognizing students
cultures, really resonated with me. I remember in my cultural diversity undergraduate course, my
professor spoke to us in length about the concept of being "colorblind," and the devastating
impacts the notion had (has) on our society. She was a Native American woman, and expressed

to us how important it was to her that we knew that. I remember her saying that she did not want
people to pretend or think that she was something other than Native American, as it is part of

who she is. She reminded us that she is proud to be Native American and she wants people to
recognize that she is Native American, instead of acting like they don't see her race or her
culture. Furthermore, she reminded all of us that we should be proud of our heritage and cultures,
and not hide behind the notion of being "colorblind."
She then went on to discuss that acting as

if we did not "see" the color of a person's skin,

and that we should pretend we're all one color, which really meant that we would see everyone
as

white. The conversation we had in class that day resonated so much with me. Because of that

conversation, I try not to be hesitant to discuss the culture of my students, or the color of their

skin, as I understand that it is part of we are and is a huge component of who my students are.

CULTURE PROFOUNDLY INFLUENCES THE WAY STUDENTS LEARN
The values and biases within our curriculum and teaching practices, in our schools, is
unfavorable to the achievement of students who are culturally and linguistically diverse, (Brown,
et. al., 2007). The public-school system and curriculum is based on rules, standards, customs,
and principles of the dominant culture which is white, middle-class, and based on

European/Christian values (Tilgham,

P.

,2074). Therefore, Lahman and Park (as cited in Tilgam,
9
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2014, p. 5) argue that due to a biased curriculum and public school system, students are

immersed in learning environments and curriculum that represent a culture other than their own.
Lucas and Villegas (2007) argue that, because of biased curriculum and teaching
practices, components of everyday schooling (i.e. poor general and multicultural learning
materials, large class sizes, assignment of teachers with the least amount of experience to classes

in which students need the most help, insensitivity toward cultural differences, questionable
testing practices, curriculum that does not reflect the diverse student population, and insensitivity
toward cultural differences) puts students from low-status and non-dominant cultural groups at a
disadvantage (p. 6). Therefore, to ensure that culturally responsive teaching approaches and
practices are occuoing, and that every student is receiving a fair and equitable education,
teachers must reahze that they are in a key position to facilitate change in reforming the

curriculum that is being offered at the school, (Lucas & Villegas, 2007) as they serve as the
direct link between the school, the students, and the community (Brown, et. al., ZO0l).
However, it seems that many teachers in today's public schools do not understand the
relationship between understanding their students' culture outside of school and how it impacts
their academic success (Brown, et. al., 2001). Not only do teachers need to understand who their
students are as cultural beings (Barnes, 2006), but they must validate and respect their students'

cultural identity through their classroom practices and instructional materials (Brown, et. al.,
2001). As often as they can, teachers should use textbooks, design bulletin boards, and

implement classroom activities that are culturally supportive of their students. Teaching
materials and resources in the classroorn should be rich in diversity and sensitive of individuals
10
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from different backgrounds. They also need to be aware that textbooks and other instructional
materials may perpetuate stereotypes, such as African American being portrayed as athletes, or
containing no images or perspectives of Native Americans, Latinos(as), and other Anglo Saxons

(Brown, et. al., 2001).

In addition to a biased school system and curriculum, many teachers set low expectations
for students of color and for students from nondominant cultural groups, and

see

their culturally

diverse students as needing to be "fixed" (Price-Dennis & Souto-Manning, M., 201l), or from a

deficit perspective (Lucas & Villegas,2007). When teachers view their students from a deficit
perspective, says Lucas and Villegas (2007), they are more likely to use drill, practice, and rotelearning activities, instead of more challenging work that contains higher order thinking skills (p.
5). Funheffnore, teachers are less likely to call on students from nondominant cultural groups,
less likely to provide enough wait time to respond to questions, and less

likely to probe

incomplete answers for clarity (Lucas & Villegas,2007). As a result of being presented with

lower-level thinking skills, many students of color and students from nondominant cultural
groups often stop trying, while others work just enough to get by, because of low expectations
that are set by the teacher and because they are instructed with curriculum that is low-level or

irrelevant (Lucas & Villegas, 2007).
Tilgham (2014) says that a culturally-relevant curriculum is, "one in which all students
are given an opportunity to see themselves, their cultural affiliations, and their communities,
presented in the content" (pg. 1). Tilgham (2014) further argues that when students are able to
11
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see themselves

in the curriculum and presented with instruction that contains higher thinking

skills and expectations; student achievement is most likely to increase (p.5), as indicated by Julio
Cammarota (as cited in Tilgham,2014,pg. 3) and his work that he did with underperforming

Latrnalo students. Cammorota's research (as cited in Tilgham,,2014, pg.3) strongly suggested
that, "engaging students in rigorous, socially relevant curriculum played a significant role in
increasing educational attainment levels." Geneva Gay (as cited in Tighma,2Al4,p.4) also says
that "deliberately incorporating specific aspects of the cultural systems of different ethnic groups

into instructional processes has positive impacts on student achievement".
This research resonates with me and how I try to interact with and keep my students
engaged throughout the school day. As a special education teacher, ffiy classroom is filled with

cultural diversity, unique learning styles, and diverse learning needs. Furtherrnore, every student
in my room is performing at varying levels for reading, writing, and math. I have noticed that if I
can tie what we are learning in the classroom to something that is relevant to what my students
are interested in, their engagement level seems higher and they are more interested in what

teaching. It only seems natural then, that

I am

if I tie in aspects of my students cultures, they will

be

more interested and engaged in what I am teaching. For example, we read two separate
comprehension passages about the importance of recycling plastic. After we finished the
passages and discussed the main ideas, we looked at images plastic

in the ocean, and watched

a

video of how people can turn recycled plastic into clothing. I can't say that I was reaching out
and teaching to the individual culture of each student, but I was teaching to the cultural interests

of third-fifth graders to keep them engaged in the curriculum.
L2
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Recognizing heroes and inventors from all cultures is a positive way to increase selfesteem among students, and help students gain positive feelings when they see themselves and

their heritages in the curriculum, but it does not necessarily prepare them to become productive
members of society outside of school, or successful in the workplace (Ballenger

& Ninness,

2013). Therefore, culturally responsive teaching and curriculum needs to be more than
substituting one set of heroes and inventors for another to increase student achievement,
(Ballenger & Ninness, 2013) but recognizing and utilizing the student's' culture and language in

instruction, and respecting the students' personal and community identities (Brown, et. al.,
2001).

According to Ladson-Billings (as cited in Tilgham,2014,p.4) a culturally responsive
learning environment is one in which all students are seen as capable learners; therefore, teachers
must set high-expectations for academics, for all students. Ladson-Billings' research (as cited in

Tilgham,2014,p.4) has shown that there are three steps that can be taken to create a culturally
responsive classroom that creates academic success. The first tenant of creating academic
success is setting high expectations

for students, according to Ladson-Billings (as cited in

Tilgham,2014, p. 4), and posing intellectual challenges, expecting students to perform at the
highest levels, and teaching to the highest standards. The second tenant, based on Ladson-

Billings (as cited in Tilgham,2014, p. 4) research, of a culturally responsive classroom is
working towards cultural competence. Gay (2000) and Santamaria (2009) (as cited in Tilgham,
2014, p. 4) define cultural competence as incorporating the lived experiences of students into the

classroom and using their unique cultural identities to drive the curriculum and classroom
13
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instruction (Tilgham, P.,2014). Finally, the third step that Ladson-Billings (as cited in Tilgham,
2014, p. 4) believes

will

create academic success for all students, is critical consciousness

(Tilgham,P.,20l4). According to Ladson-Billings (as cited in Tilgham,20l4,p.4), critical
consciousness is the understanding and discussing of current and historical controversial topics

that impact the students and their community.

To build on critical consciousness, teachers must be willing to discuss controversial
topics, and identify and act upon problems that impact the students' community through

colrlmunity service and outreach, and curriculum must contain a social action component
(Tilgham, P.,2014). I.{ieto and Bode (as cited in Tilgham,2014,p.5) define social justice as, "a
philosophy, and approach, and actions that embody treating all people with fairness, respect,
dignity, and generosity. Moreover, Nieto and Bode's (as cited in Tilgham,2014,p.5) research
shows that the concept of social justices in education is based on four key concepts: 1)

confronting misconceptions and stereotypes; 2) providing all students with the appropriate
material and emotional resources including self-worth and high expectations for achieving their

full potential; 3) capitalizing on the strengths and talents of all students, but particularly those
from marginahzed populations; and 4) fostering climates that promote critical thinking through
service as agents for social change. Therefore, when these four concepts are applied into the
learning process, students will be able to connect better to content ideas and deepen their
understanding of the academic theories. Furtherrnore, students will be able to critically think
about issues, topics, and themes from the viewpoint of others with differing points of view.
(Tilgham , P.,, 2014).

t4
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If

teachers are to increase learning opportunities for all students, and create a curriculum

that is culturally responsive, they must also be knowledgeable about the cultural backgrounds of
every student, and then use that information to create curriculum with content and materials that
is accessible to all students (Bales & Saffold, 2011). Brown-Jeffrey & Cooper (2011) take it one
step further, and believe that not only should teachers be aware of the cultural background

of

their students, but teachers must also reco gntze the differences in interactional styles (preference

for learning and demonstrating what was learned) and differences in cognitive style (cognitive
information processing- how one processes and retains information), to create a classroom that is

culturally compatible (p. 68). Until teachers possess the ability to be responsive to all students,
and possess the skills to meet the needs of all students, only then

will learning opportunities for

all students be possible (Milner & Tenore, 2010).

Teachers Understandins Who Thev Are

Most teachers in the United States are not aware as to how their race and culture has
played a role in the privileges that they have experienced, and how understanding those

privileges can help them become a more culturally responsive teacher (Brown, et. a1.,2007).
Because they do not

fully grasp the privileges they have experienced,

some teachers are

perplexed when asked how their identity as European Americans has affected their successes and

opportunities (Curran, et. al., 2004). The bewilderment of teachers, when asked to reflect on their
privileges as a European American, is due to what Banks (as cited in Curran, et. a1.,2004, p.29)
calls, "cultural encapsulation," which is being unaware of their own racial identity or the

15
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pervasiveness of whiteness.

Because of this cultural encapsulation, says Banks, (as cited in Curran, et. a1.,2004, p.

29), some teachers may be prone to consider their own cultural nonns to be universal and lead
them to believe that the European, middle class structures, programs, and discourse of schools as

normal and right. For example, says Lucas and Villegas (2007), students who are culturally
quieter than others may be perceived as less capable as other students in the class, as they do not
speak up as much in class. However, the quietness is based on their cultural experiences, not
because they are less capable of the other students, or

unwilling to speak up in class (p. 4).

The work of Brown, et. al. offers me great insight about why it is important for teachers
to reflect on their own prejudices. Brown, et. al.( 2007) said that to be a culturally responsive and
successful teacher, teachers need to understand the importance of recognizing any negative

feelings they may have towards any cultural language or ethnic group, and understand the biases
that have influenced their personal value system ( p. 65). Of course, not all teachers are resistant

to the idea that their values reflect prejudice. Some teachers I have worked with take their
positions seriously and work hard to understand their personal culture and values and the cultures
and values of their students. Furthermore, they take the knowledge of their learned experiences
and their students learned experiences and then use that knowledge to create a learning

environment that sets all students up for academic and social success.

It was not until I began researching and understanding the importance of culturally

16
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relevant teaching, was I able to look at my own culture and beliefs, and understand how I got to
where I am. Once I was able to reflect on my own culture, I began to look at and understand the
cultures of my students, and think about how their culture impacts their daily nuances. I am now
able to use that knowledge to facilitate my teaching strategies, how
parents, and how I present my curriculum. Still, Miner
teachers are not

I interact with students and

& Tenore (2010) point out that, "if

willing to explore their own cultural experiences and the cultural experiences of

their students, and how it impacts their teaching, incompatibility between the teacher and student
may serve as a barrier for academic and social success, for students who are culturally and

linguistically diverse" (p. 596).

Teachers need to look beyond individual students and families to understand inequities

in school, and assist students in understanding that education and schooling do not occur through
a single cultural lens (Barnes, 2006), and teach

with an understanding of sociopolitical issues

within their community and larger sociopolitical issues within the United States (Lucas and
Villegas , 2O0l) Otherwise, Lucas and Villegas (2001) believe that teachers will most likely rely
on their personal experiences to understand their students' lives and drive their curriculum,

which could result in misinterpretations and miscommunications between students and teachers
(p. 4). Ladson-Billings (2006) further argues that teachers must be educated about both the local

sociopolitical issues of their school community (e.g., school board policy, community events)
and the larger sociopolitical issues (e.g., unemployment, health care, housing) that impose on

their students' lives. (p. 37). Ladson-Billings (2006) further notes that once they have become
knowledgeable about the sociopolitical issues, teachers must incorporate that knowledge into
L7
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their instruction and curriculum. Teachers can then teach their students the skills and give them
the opportunity to better understand the social position and context of themselves and society (p.
37).When teachers understand sociopolitical issues, on top of bringing their own cultural biases

to a conscious level, they are less likely to misinterpret the behaviors of culturally different
students or treat them inequitably. (Curran, et. al., 2004).

To become a culturally responsive teacher and create an atmosphere of trust and
acceptance for students and their families, resulting in greater opportunity for student success,

Gay (as cited in Brown et. aL.2007, p. 65) and Villa and Lucas (as cited in Brown et. aL.2007,p.
65) outlined eight activities a teacher can do (see table 1):

Table

l: Activities

a teacher can use to help themselves be a

culturally relevant teacher. (Brown, et. al.,

2001)

Engage in reflective thinking and writing

Teachers reflect on their actions and

interactions as they try to differentiate the
personal motivations that govern their
behaviors, and understand the factors that
contribute to certain behaviors (e.9. racism,
ethnocentrism).

Explore personal and family histories

Teachers must also consider their personal
and family histories to explore their own
early experiences and familiar events that
have contributed to their understanding of
themselves as racial beings. They can conduct
interviews with various family members
about their beliefs and experiences regarding
different groups in society. Once they have
come to terms with the historical shaping of
their values, teachers can better relate to other
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individuals.
Acknowledge membership in different groups

A teacher needs to acknowledge membership
in different groups. This means that teachers
must recognize their affiliation with various
groups in society, and the advantages and
disadvantages of belonging to each group.
For example, being a white, middle-class
female, affords certain privileges in society;
but on the other hand, being a female presents
many challenges in a male-dominated world.

Learn about the history and experiences of
other groups

Teachers also need to learn about the history
and experiences of diverse groups apart from
their own. Learning about the history and
experiences of diverse groups, one can begin
to understand how different historical
experiences have shaped attitudes and

perspectives of various groups. Moreover, by
learning about other groups, teachers begin to
see differences between their own values and
those of other groups.

Visit students' families and communities

Teachers can also visit student families and
communities as this allows teachers to
understand their students as more than just
"bodies" in the classroom, but also as social
and cultural beings connected to a complex
social and cultural network.

Visit or read about successful teachers in

Teachers can use each other as resources and
visit or read about successful teachers in
diverse settings. When a teacher is able to
visit classrooms of successful teachers of
children from diverse backgrounds, or read
about successful teachers of children from
diverse backgrounds, they can gain

diverse settings

exemplary models for developing their own
skills.
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Develop an appreciation for diversity

To become a more culturally responsive
teachers and begin to understand their
students as cultural beings, teachers must
develop an appreciation of diversity.
Furthermore, they must view diversity as the
"norm" in society and reject that any one
group is more competent than the other.

Panicipate in reforming the institution

The final component and vital component in
becoming a more culturally responsive
teacher is for teachers to participate in
reforming the institution. The educational
system has historically established an
environment that has culturally biased
standards and values. Therefore, it is
imperative for teachers to use their
knowledge and power to reform the system
into one without biased standards and values.

Curran, et. al. (2004) states that due to a lack of knowledge regarding their cultural biases

within their classroom, teachers are likely to misinterpret the behaviors of students who are
culturally different than them and treat them unfairly (p.29). For example, Gay's (as cited in
Curran, et. al., 2004,p.26) research helps us recognize that most American-European teachers,
teachers are accustomed to a "passive-receptive" type of instruction, in which students sit and

listen quietly while the teacher speaks, and only respond when questions are initiated by the
teacher. However, Sileo and Prater (as cited in Curran, et. a1.,2004, p. 26), point out that some

African American are accustomed to a"call and response" pattern of participation, which is
perceived as more active and comments/answers are provided in a manner that some teachers
may perceive as rude or disruptive.
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I experienced a "cultural clash" similar to the ones listed above with

a student of mine.

Asif was born in the United States, but his parents and grandparents (who lived at home with
him) were from Bangladesh. Asif received special education services for both academics and
behavior/social and emotional support. Along with special education support, Asif also received
services for ELL, as Bengali was his first language and the language that was spoken at his

home. At school, there were less than a handful of teachers at our school that Asif would listen to
and communicate with. When he disrupted his learning or the learning of others, I and other

teachers would tell him to, "look at me while I'm speaking to you," as we tried to help him
process his behaviors.

It was not until much later into the school year, that I learned from his

mother, that children in the Bangladeshi culture were taught that it is not respectful to look an
adult in the eye while being disciplined. Once I learned this information, it completely changed

my outlook on how I spoke to Asif, and I truly felt that our relationship grew stronger, once I had
a better understanding of how children and adults interacted

with one another in the Bangladeshi

culture.

To prevent teachers from misinterpreting the behaviors of their students, Curran et. al.
(2004) believes that teachers need to begin to recognize their own biases and values, and bring

their unspoken cultural biases to a conscious level, not only in the area of academics, but also in
the area of classroom management and understanding student behaviors (p.29). Therefore,
teachers must have the opportunity and willingness to use culturally appropriate management
strategies; and in turn, they must reflect on the ways that classroom management practices

promote or obstruct equal access to learning (Curran, et. a1.,2004). I think that one of the most
21

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

effective ways to help teachers understand the importance of culturally relevant classroom
management, would be through a professional development, or through the guidance of their
administration.

To create a classroom that utilizes culturally appropriate management strategies, teachers
must first consider behavior in terms of equitable treatment. McFadden, Marsh, Price and Wang
(as cited in Curran, et. a1.,2004, p. 32) created a

list of questions that teachers should ask

themselves regarding culturally responsive behavior management:

1)

Are we more patient and encouraging for some?

2)

Are we more likely to chastise one student over another?

3) Do we use hairstyle and dress to form stereotypical judgements

of our students'

character and academic potential?

4)

Do we recommend corporal punishment and suspension for African Americans
and in-school suspension for European Americans?

5) Do we hold misbehaving

White students by the hand when we walk them down

the hall, but hold misbehaving African American students by the wrist?

When teachers are committed to building caring classroom communities they will have
students who are motivated, because they believe that their teachers treat them like people and
care about them personally and their academic achievement. Rogers and Renard (as cited in

Curran, et. al. 20A4, p. 33) believe that students are more likely to cooperate with teachers who
are caring and respectful and when students perceive their teacher as caring and supportive.
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Moreover, Wentzel's research (as cited in Curran et. a1.,2004, p. 33) demonstrates that students
are more

likely to be academically motivated, more engaged in classroom activities, and behave

in prosocial, responsible ways, when they perceive their teachers are supportive and care about
their well-being. "Culturally responsive discipline's... ultimate purpose is for teachers to to
create caring and nurturing relationships with students, grounded in cooperation, collaboration,
and reciprocity rather than the current teacher controlling-student compliance patterns (as cited

in Curran, et. aL.,2004, p. 33).

To create a classroom that embraces relationships that are grounded in cooperation,
collaboration, and reciprocity, Milner and Tenore (2010) argue that, "teachers should always be
questioning whether or not significant learning is taking place, and understand that they should

work towards managing student learning opportunities, not towards controlling the students" (p.
598). Without understanding the "why" of students' behavior in the classroom, teachers may
encounter students from diverse cultural backgrounds who they perceive as "difficult to teach,"
when it is really the teacher failing to understand the relationship between culture and classroom
behavior (Polydore & Siwafii,20l0). When teachers understand the relationship between culture
and classroom behavior, they can make informed decisions

of

what appropriate and

inappropriate classroom behavior. Understanding this connection will also impact whether
teachers implement culturally responsive interventions to resolve cultural conflicts in the

classroom (Polydore & Siwatu, 2010).

B

G

A HOME-SCH

REIATIONSHIP
23

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

Teachers can improve their capacity to work across differences with their students. Their

relationships with family are important, too. Brown, et.

aL.

(2007) writes, "when a teacher is

unable to understand the importance of creating a home-school home-school relationship, a
disconnect between teachers and students is likely to occur, and there will be a negative impact
on a student's' academic success, which can result in lower academic achievement among
students of non-mainstream groups" (p. 67). For some, this disconnect can Iead to a rejection

of

school by underachieving, or not performing at all and dropping out of school. For others, the
disconnect is speaking one language at home, and then coming to school and having to make a

shift to speaking English, which is not their first language. Students are then expected to learn in
ways that are based on rules, norrns, and expectations that they are not familiar with. For many
students, the behaviors required in school (e.g., sit down, only speaking when called on by the

teacher), and types of dialogue and instruction (e.g., "class, what is the title of this book?")
contrast with home cultures and linguistic practices (Brown, et. aI.,2007).

Because of this shift, teachers may not see their students as enthusiastic, responsible, and
capable learners, but instead, as students lacking in language and math skills, having

little

initiative and are disinterested in learning (Lucas & Villegas,2A0J). Teachers need to understand
that when students come to school, they bring knowledge and cultural practices shaped by their

families and communities (Brown, et. al., 2007), along with cultural practices, norms, and
preferences that influence classroom behavior and the teaching and learning process (Polydore

&

Siwatu, 2010). In turn, they return home with new knowledge from the school (Brown, et. al.,
2007). Creating a link between a student's' home community and school community for students
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of diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds, gives teachers the ability to recognize that the
different learning styles and the social interactions among their students stem from outside of
school, and are based on the experiences they share with their family and community (Godina,
2008). It also enhances the teaching-learning process, and reinforces teachers commitments to
creating a culturally responsive classroom, where education excellence is supported (Santamaria,
200e).

Learning about specific cultural groups and characteristics they possess is necessary and
important, but it is imperative that a teacher or school staff member does not only learn generic
information about cultural groups. Learning only generic information about students can
reinforce stereotypes that do not apply to individual students, create new stereotypes, and even
lower expectations for students (Lucas & Villegas,2007; Curran, et. al., 2004). Additionally, the
generic information may make teachers less observant of their students (and their cultural
differences), rather than recognizing each student's' uniqueness and contributions they bring to
school (Curran, et. al., 20Aq. For example, teachers need to be aware of their students' family

immigration history, favorite activities, and concerns. They also need to be aware of their
students' perceptions of school, how they connect their experience at school into their everyday
settings, and their prior knowledge of and experience with different topics in the curriculum
(Lucas & Villegas, 2007).

To become more knowledgeable about individual students and their home culture,
teachers can conduct home visits (Curran, et. al., 2004), which provides teachers the opportunity
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to move beyond stereotypes and general information, and begin to relate to their students on

a

more personal level. Home visit can also help teachers start to see how their students home life
and community experiences impact their academic and social experiences at school (Bazron, et

al, 2005). Moreover, home visits give teachers the opportunity to move beyond using informal

written communication such as letters and notes (emails), and are able to make a connection

with parents by talking directly with them, and asking them, specific questions about their
personal cultural experiences (see Table 2). (Bazron, et al, 2005). I think that it is also important

to note that these questions do not need to be asked only and directly to parents. There are, for
example, coffIlnunity members and other teachers that you can reach out to for responses to these
questions. However, while conducting interviews and observations during the home visits,
teachers need to remember that they are entering the students' homes as a learner (Santamaria,

2009). Once home visits have been conducted, teachers can then use the relationship that was

built, to invite parents into the classroom (Brown, et. aL.,2001), and provide them opportunities
to contribute and become leaders in the classroom and school (Kugler &. Sobel, 2007).

For many parents, especially immigrant parents, learning how to navigate their way
through the school system can be challenging, and leave parents feeling unsuccessful and unable
to help their children. (Bazron, et al, 2005). Teachers can help parents gain "cultural capital," or
the skills and understanding needed to negotiate the education system and knowledge of the
norrns of behavior that govern school. (Bazron, et al, 2005). Teachers can do so, by providing
opportunities for parents to come to the school or the classroom.

26

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

Inviting parents into the classroom can provide them an opportunity to share their
experiences and can lead to a deeper understanding of relevant cultural concepts; such as factors

that lead people to immigrate, and phases in the immigration process (Lucas & Villegas, 2007).

To make the relationship even stronger, teachers can then participate in their students'
community events, outside of the classroom to show support and interest in their students' lives
outside of school. When there is mutual respect between a student's' home life and school, both
teachers and families benefit (Brown, et. a1.,,2007).

Table 2: Questions to ask families to learn about their cultural experiences (Curran, et. a1.,2004):

Family background and structure

Where did the students come from? What is
the hierarchy at home? What responsibilities
do they have at home?

Education

What kinds of instructions strategies are they
accustomed to? What were the expectations
for appropriate behavior?

Interpersonal Relationship Style

What are the norrns with respect to
interaction between males and females? What
constitutes a comfortable personal space?

Discipline

Do adults act in permissive, authoritative, or
authoritarian ways? What kinds of praise,
reward, criticism, and punishment are
customary?

Time and Space

What do they think about time and
punctuality?

Religion

What restrictions are there concerning topics
that should not be discussed in school?
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Food

What is and is not eaten?

Health and Hygiene

How are illnesses treated and by whom?

Histories, Traditions, and Holidays

Which events and people are a source of pride
for the group? To what extent does the group
in the United States identify with the history
and traditions of the country of origin? What
holiday and celebrations are considered
appropriate for observing in school?

SCHOOL

AND ADMINISTRATION

IBILITIES

Without the support of school administrators and district staff in creating a welcoming
and culturally responsive school, students and parents that are racially, culturally, and

economically diverse, will most likely feel shut-out of school events and disregarded by the
school and leadership staff. Moreover, teachers who do not have the support of school
administrators will not feel supported in creating classrooms that are culturally responsive

(Johnson,20A7).If a school community is to embrace and create an atmosphere of belonging,
research shows that school administrators are an important aspect of that work. Johnson (2007),

reports that school administrators are in a pivotal position to create a school environment and

curriculum that validates the culture of every student, empowers parents, and work as a social
activist to help make their community and better place.
Teachers have reported that a lack of administrative support was a central cause and

concern for their avoidance of certain curriculum topics, and due to the lack of support, did not

28

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

possess the knowledge, skills, and

ability to acquire the skills they need to instruct and manage

theirclassrooms in meaningful and responsive ways (Milner & Tenore,2010). When teachers do
not feel supported by their administrators, many of them will avoid certain topics in the

curriculum with specific students or avoid generating discussions that they feel unprepared to
teach. They

will

also avoid certain topics they think their students are uninterested in learning, as

they fear the topics will cause students to "gang-up" on them. When this occurs, students are
deprived of many important features of the curriculum, denied learning opportunities, and are
then essentially being given permission to fail (Milner & Tenore, 2010).
Instead of reprimanding teachers for not understanding cultural differences, or making
teachers feel as if they have to avoid certain topics and discussions, administrators can use the

misunderstanding as an opportunity forlearning and growth (Milner & Tenore,20l0). School
administrators and faculty must be willing to change the current curriculum to one that addresses
the needs of all students, and provide teachers the resources they need to create culturally

responsive classrooms (Brown, 2007). To educate teachers and create a school environment that
is welcoming to all families, and where culturally responsive instruction is occurring, school
administrators can use five phases. The five phases that can be implemented are: building trust,
engaging personal culture, confronting school dominance and social justice, transforming

instructional practices, and engaging the entire school corrrmunity (table 3) (Howard, 2007).
Table 3: 5 phases administrators can use to facilitate a culturally responsive school. (Howard,2007)

Building Trust Phase

School leaders must base initial discussions
under the assumption that inequities in diverse
school are not due to intentional
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discrimination. Teachers of all races and
cultures need the tools and resources to
engage our changing population of students.
Teachers also need to establish that racial,
economic and cultural differences are real and
they make a difference a child's education.
Engaging Personal Culture

Building educators' competence and their
ability to form genuine relationships across
cultural differences. Focusing on these three
factors that have major effect on students
learning:
1) students' feeling of belonging
2) students' trust in the people around
them
3) Belief their teachers value their
intellectual competence
Principals need to provide teachers the
opportunity to have conversations about race,
class, gender, sexual orientation, immigration,
and other aspects of diversity and social
dominance.

Confronting school dominance and social
justice

Educators confront and discuss current and
historical inequities that affect education. In
this phase, teachers can form equity teams of
teachers, students and parents and create a
mission statement that statement that
addressed the issues of power, privilege, and
social dominance to make schools more
inclusive and equitable

Transforming instructional practices

School administration assesses the way
teachers present the curriculum in a culturally
diverse way, and how they interact with
students. They also look at data with teachers
and create new teaching strategies for
students.

Engaging the entire school community

To create a welcoming and equitable school
for diverse students and their families,
administrators must engage the entire school
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community. To engage the entire school
community, workshops need to be provided,
but not limited to, teachers, students, parents,
staff in the school offices, lunchrooms,
hallways, playgrounds, and school bus
drivers.

At

a school in Loudon County, a district outside of Washington D.C., schools have

formed leadership teams, or culturally responsive teaching teams (CRT) to support culturally
responsive teaching. The teams vary in size, but include principals, assistant principals,
counselors, teachers, specialists, and sometimes parents. The CRT groups focus on forming
authentic and caring relationships with students, using curriculum that respects each student's
culture and life experiences, creating instructional strategies to meet the diverse learning needs of
students, comnunicating respect for each students' intelligence, and holding consistent and high

expectations for all learners. Teachers that have the most impact in this phase, are then ones who
are

willing to change themselves (Howard, 2007).
As a white, middle-class, female, I know the importance of education and the impact it

has on our communities and future. When

I began working as a special education teacher

I years

ago, I began to take heed of the lack of culturally diverse curriculum (especially in literature) and

cultural awareness in our public-school system. I noticed that schools seemed to bring in cultural
diversity through artwork on the walls and through artifacts on bookshelves throughout the
school, but nothing about students' cultural differences seemed to be discussed in the classroom,
or beyond the walls of the hallways and library. Moreover, the content that was being taught and
the literature that was being used, seemed to lack any racial or cultural diversity.
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The school seemed to have good intentions of bringing in cultures from around the world
(i.e. artifacts from different countries in the library) but they seemed to fall short on actually
creating a culturally responsive environment, that set all students up for success. The schools
seemed to embrace the ideology of a color-blind environment and curriculum, instead of creating
an environment where

all students were able to see their culture in the daily curriculum. I wanted

to find out how teachers responded to cultural diversity in their classroom and how creating a
classroom environment that was culturally responsive would impact their students.

When I began my research in culturally responsive teaching I felt had a pretty good grasp
as to what

it meant and looked like to be a teacher that is culturally responsive, and I also felt I

understood the importance of creating an environment that is culturally responsive. However, it
was not until I met a family whose son

I worked with at GWES, and began digging deep into the

research, was I truly able to understand the importance of creating an environment that is

culturally responsive and one in which every student can feel comfortable and find success,
based on their individual cultural and linguistic practices.

Ahmed was a 6 year old boy who was receiving special education services for

a

developmental delay. Although he was 6 years old, he was cognitively understanding and

performing at and academic level of about a two or three-year-old. He also exhibited delays in
speechflanguage and gross/fine motor skills. Meshal spoke very limited English, and although

Arabic was his first language, he also spoke limited Arabic. He seemed to understand both
languages, better than he spoke them, but Arabic is what he responded to the best.
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Ahmed's family was from Saudi Arabia. He was here with his dad, his mom, and his two

little brothers. They were living in the United States, because his dad was here working on his
master's degree at a local university. They had plans to be here for only a year or so, but his dad
extended his education and student visa, so that Ahmed could continue attending school. He

knew Ahmed would not receive the same education in Saudi Arabia, and he was thrilled with
the education and services his son was receiving in the public schools. The first meeting that I
had with Ahmed's parents was a very defining moment for me, as I began the process

of

understanding what being a culturally responsive teacher looks like and the how important it is to
be a culturally aware and responsive teacher.

Before the meeting, I knew some background information about Ahmed and his family.
For instance, I knew that he and his family were from Saudi Arabia and that they were Muslim. I
also knew that they spoke limited English, as they requested an Arabic translator for the meeting.

Going into the meeting, I was not uncomfortable with any of the cultural circumstances. Like
other meetings I had previous to this one, I was ready to discuss the special education needs

Ahmed had, and what we were going to do to help him be successful and access the general
education curriculum. I also knew some things about the Muslim religion and Saudi Arabian

culture, so I felt prepared to honor their religious and cultural beliefs.
When the parents arrived, and I began to greet them, I instinctively put my hand out to
shake hands with the father. He respectfully told me that he did not shake hands with women

other than his wife's or relative's (prior to the meeting I knew that there were some Muslim men
who preferred not to shake a woman's hand, that is not their wife or relative). I was not the least
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bit offended by the father's response, but more disappointed in myself that my own cultural
instincts overshadowed my knowledge and respect of his culture.
The other cultural difference between Ahmed's parents and the rest of the meeting
participants, was that Ahmed's mother wore a burqa (covered her entire body with a robe). Now,

I am someone who talks with my hands and uses a lot of expression on my face and I am
accustomed to speaking to people whose hands and facial expressions I can see. I was not

immediately comfortable talking to Ahmed's mom, since I could not see anything but her her
eyes, so I had to shift my thinking and accommodate to the circumstances. It did not take long

for me to adjust to a new cultural way of communication (maybe I didn't need to move my hands
so much!). However, had

I not been previously exposed, or open to understanding their culture,

there is a strong likelihood that I would have been very confused and possibly offended or "put-

off ' by the fact that he would not shake my hand or that

she was wearing a burqa.

When we sat down for the meeting to begin, we introduced ourselves through the
translator. We began the meeting and started to discuss the areas in which Ahmed qualified for
special education services.

All of the teachers that were representing GWES (including

the

translator, who was also Muslim, but wore a hijab, not a burqa) were women, and so Ahmed's

mom was able to remove her headscarf. Unfortunately, a male colleague of ours walked into the
room during our meeting, and she quickly began to conceal herself again. It was another moment
where I felt foolish and upset with myself that I did not think to put a note on the door for people
to knock before they enter, so that we did not have to put his mother in that position.
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The meeting went exceedingly well, despite the cultural and language differences we
faced. One of biggest things I took away from this meeting, is that cultural differences aside, this

family was amazing, and we were all there for one reason. That reason was how to best support
their son Meshal at school and help him receive the most effective education, while still honoring
their culture. The experiences I had with Ahmed and his family had a huge impact on me, my
approach to teaching, and how important

it is to consider

the cultures of all students. I

will

use

my experience with him and his family throughout the paper (and my teaching career).

METHODOLOGY
Participants were asked to take part in this study due to their teaching experience and

working with students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. The teachers that I
interviewed were all colleagues of mine, so a close and comfortable working relationship had
been established before the interviews began.

I also spent a lot of time in their classrooms, or in

collaboration with them, to support students with various special education needs, to create a
learning environment in which students could access the general education curriculum.

Six females were interviewed for this study. Pseudonyms for each teacher will be used
throughout the paper, to ensure confidentiality of the participants. Four of the females were first
grade, general education teachers. One teacher was a special education teacher, grades K-5, and
one teacher a was a speech/language pathologist, grades K-5. The general education teachers, all
had students who received services in special education and/or had students who received
services for English Language Learners (ELL). The special education teacher and
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speechflanguage pathologist both had students with cultural and learning differences, across all
grade levels.

Katie and Amanda were white, Christian, and grew-up in the suburbs of Chicago, Illinois.
These two teachers had been teaching for two years at the time of the interview, and had recently

moved to the D.C. area. Linda, a first grade teacher, was white, Jewish, grew-up in Canada and

New Jersey, and had been teaching for l0+ years. Jane was white, grew-up in VA, was raised
Jewish, and is now Christian. She has been working as a Speech/Language Pathologist for 10+
years. The Special Education teacher

I interviewed, Ellen was white, grew-up in MI, and is

Christian. She was in her fifth year of teaching. The final teacher I interviewed, Cindy is
African-American, grew-up in NC, and is Christian. She had been teaching for 10+ years, also.
The teachers ages ranged between the ages of 25 and 37. It should be noted that at the time of the

interview, four of the teachers were enrolled in Cultural Diversity Graduate studies, being
offered through the school and a local college, to earn a master's degree in English as a Learned
Language (ELL).

The selected elementary school was a public school in VA, outside of Washington, D.C.
The pseudonym of George Washington Elementary School (GWES) will be used throughout the
paper, to ensure confidentiality. The enrollment at the school is 1,017, with an enrollment

of

14,670 students in the district. There are 84 staff members at the school, in which 63Vo had a
degree beyond a bachelor's degree. The school is a Title One school, with a PreK-5th grade

program. The school aligned with state Standards of Learning, and both music and art were
included in the daily curriculum of the students.
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School support services at GWES included: English as a Learned Language,
English/Spanish Dual Language classrooms, Special Education and VPI Preschool initiation,

Full Inclusion Special Education programs, Title One math and reading, Speech, and Talented
and Gifted programs. The demographics of the school are: African-American -347o, Asian
87o, Hispanic

- 33Vo,, Native Hawaiian/Pacific

l9Vo, Mulitracial

- 6%o,Unspecified -

6Vo.

Islander

-

- \Vo, Native American - 8To, White -

Multiple languages, such as Spanish, Amharic, Farsi,

Arabic, Bengali, and many more, were a first language for many of the students.
Before the interview began, all participants were asked to sign consent forms for the data
to be used in the final paper, and were given explicit instructions as to how the information

would be used, confidentiality, participant rights, and when the information would be destroyed.
The interviews took place at a mutually agreed upon place, and each interview lasted about one
hour. The participants were asked the same series of questions, but they were not always asked in
the same order, due to how the flow of conversation between the interviewer and participant. The
research documents each teachers' perception regarding their own understanding, frustration,

celebrations, and comfort levels when creating a culturally responsive classroom through the

following questions:

1) What does a culturally

2)

responsive classroom mean and look like to you?

How do you think creating a culturally responsive classroom benefits the academic
and social growth of students?
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3) How do you begin to understand

the cultural diversity of the students in your

classroom? What factors do you consider, i.e.: family, religion, country of origin,

language, ethnicity, etc.?

4)

Are there enough opportunities in the district, or school, to involve families in their

child's education and get to know families?

5) Do you feel supported by your administration and district

to learn about cultural

differences in the school and district (i.e. professional development)?

6)

What are some barriers you face when creating culturally responsive classroom?

7)

What are some facilitators you face when creating a culturally responsive classroom?

8)

Any final suggestions or thoughts about creating a culturally responsive classroom?

FINDINGS
At the beginning of the interviews, almost all of the teachers expressed to me their
concern of answering the questions wrong, or that I would think they were not providing me with
adequate responses. Without leading them to answer the questions in one way or another,

I

reassured them that this interview is to find out their perceptions of a what a culturally

responsive classroom is, and that there is absolutely no right or wrong answer. I did not want to
guide their answers by telling them what research says a culturally responsive classroom looks

like, as I wanted their answers to be authentic, and not based on what research says. The teachers
who were the most concerned with responding incorrectly, were Katie and Amanda. They were
the two teachers that had the least amount of teaching experience, and were new to the D.C. area.

The teachers who had more teaching experience seemed more confident throughout the
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interview. From the interviews, seven themes emerged. The themes were: culturally responsive
curriculum, academic and social benefits of a culturally relevant curriculum/classroom, culturally
responsive classroom resources, barriers of creating culturally relevant classroom, facilitators of
creating culturally relevant classrooms, creating home-school connections, and the importance of

administrative support.

C

ulturally

Re

sponsive Clas s rooms

When asked what a culturally responsive classroom means and looks like to them, the
teachers that were interviewed had high hopes of creating a culturally responsive classroom, and

quickly came up with positive responses as to what a culturally responsive looks like. The
participants were quick to answer with words like, "respectful," and "accepting," and seemed to
understand the importance of creating a culturally responsive classroom.

Linda said that a culturally responsive classroom is " ... a place where teachers and
students are respectful of people and different cultures... and a place where students are given

opportunities to participate in activities that celebrate their cultures." She mentioned that one

way she celebrates cultures in her classroom is by including the holidays of all her students on
the class calendar. When the holidays are added, not only is the child's culture visible in the

classroom, but when parents and others walk into the room, they also see it, and can feel a sense

of pride in themselves and their culture. She went on to say that this is also a great way to let the
students take the lead and talk about and celebrate their culture, when
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Ellen agreed that letting kids celebrate who they are and letting them talk about their
culture is an important step towards creating a culturally responsive classroom. However, she
thought that a student's' culture needs to be shared more than once ayear, say on a holiday. She
stated that a, "culturally responsive classroom is a place that celebrates all cultures and integrates

them into the classroom without even realizing it's happening... using the kids culture as part of
the instruction, not just once a month or once a year of who they are, but a year-round

celebration."
Katie and Amanda both shared that a culturally responsive classroom is a place where
students can share their culture and talk openly about it. Amanda further stated that a culturally

responsive classroom is, ". .. a classroom where you get to know the students and the cultures
that they're frorn and find a way to work together." Jane said that in a culturally responsive
classroom, students' cultures should be visible in the room where instruction is taking place,
whether that be through words or images. Katie agreed that students should see themselves in the
classroom, and that their cultural differences be accepted and embraced by everyone.

I agree that letting children

see themselves

in the classroom and curriculum is a novel and

key component of creating a culturally relevant classroom. However, I have to wonder: how do
images alone create a sense of belonging and acceptance in a classroom? Different cultures

should be visible throughout a classroom and school, through words and images. But what
intentions do people have, or what do they feel they are accomplishing by simply putting up a
poster or picture that represents different cultures? Are they simply checking a box that says they

did something to be culturally representative? Or are they using it as a learning tool to help all
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students feel represented and valued, by discussing

it and tying it into the curriculum and daily

instruction?

I believe that if they want the images and words to be impactful, or act as a true
representation of the cultures throughout the school, they should be made or brought in by
students and referenced often throughout the instructional year (possible even ties into the

curriculum). Additionally, students need to be able to talk about the images if they are to learn
anything from the wall adornments. If the visuals are not a true representation of the students

within the school, and if they are not discussed or tied into the daily instruction, they become
part of the wallpaper and disregarded by everyone

as

just another image.

Linda suggested that one way to bring meaning from the images on the wall into the daily
instruction, is through greeting students in the morning using multiple languages. On one wall of
her classroom, she has posted 'hello' in multiple languages. To address the images, and bring
them to life, she greets every student in the classroom in the morning, in a different language.

Katie does something similar and said that not only does this activity show students that a
teacher cares about other cultures and languages,

it represents that her classroom is not just

focused on the white dominant culture.

Culturally Responsive Curriculum

All of the participants understood that there are both academic and social benefits in
creating a culturally responsive classroom, and most of them knew that one way to achieve this
was by tying culture into the curriculum. Cindy agreed with this notion, and suggested that a
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culturally responsive classroom is one where culture is to tied into the curriculum. Two of the
participants, Cindy and Amanda, both stated that when kids are able to connect to the

curriculum, in a culturally responsive environment, it makes them excited about learning, and
when kids are excited about learning, they want to tell people and share more.
Jane stated that providing students the opportunity to connect to curriculum deepens their

understanding in a lot of academic areas... to know more about the world. "When students are

comfortable, you can expect them to be more successful, and when they're comfortable, they feel
safe and

it's likely their academics are going to improve." Moreover, "... culture is so important

to families and individuals and communities... and a student's (home) culture is not necessarily
school culture, but integrating them (into the curriculum) makes it easier for the student to be
successful," said one participant, Ellen, when asked about the academic benefits of creating a

culturally responsive classroom.
Katie, Jane, and Cindy, all agreed that another academic benefit of creating culturally
responsive curriculum is that it can help students create connections between themselves and
what they're learning. Katie went further by saying that students are more motivated to learn

if

they have a personal connection, and they can get more value out of what they're learning. For
example, with literature, if they use diverse literacy, students won't just see white, middle-class,

English speaking characters. Amanda said that it also helps keep students engaged with the
curriculum, if they can see themselves and connect to what they're seeing. Cindy suggested that

if

students are not connecting with what is being taught, you might assume something's wrong

with their learning, but it really means they just have not been exposed to that part of life or
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culture. Moreover, if we only stick to one culture all the time, its (curriculum) very alien to them,
and we won't know exactly what they know.

Another academic benefit of creating culturally responsive curriculum, says Linda, is that

it gives

students the opportunity to relate their new knowledge to their previous knowledge. She

said that, "without any background knowledge, you aren't as open to learning new knowledge,
because much of what we learn is tied to the experiences we have had... therefore, when you

value or emphasize the cultures that are unique to people it opens them up to learning of different

kinds."
Social benefits of creating a culturally responsive classroom are equally as important as
academic benefits.

"...

culture is so personal and something that people are passionate about, so

it's a natural topic of communication,"

said one participant, Linda. Or as Amanda suggested,

talking about topics that are initiated by students and talking about things that are brought up
naturally, is a way to build social confidence in our students. Linda and three other participants,
Amanda, Jane, and Cindy, went on to say that a culturally responsive classroom is a way to let
students know that there are people who are different from them, but the same in a lot of ways.

It

creates a platform for kids to learn how to advocate for themselves more, said Ellen. Ellen went

on to say that, "They can better understand the differences between themselves and another kid,
and realize that; I believe this because of this, and you believe that because of that, and that's ok.

That way of thinking teaches them to be independent thinkers, but also relate to everyone else in
some way."
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When students see themselve (their culture, race, etc.) in the classroom and curriculum, it
builds their self-esteem and confidence, as they see a reflection of themselves in the stories
they're hearing and in the people they're studying, said Katie, when asked about the social
benefits a culturally responsive classroom creates. Creating a room that is culturally responsive
also teaches students to accept and value other cultures, said Katie and Cindy. Not only does

it

teach students to accept and value other cultures, but Amanda and Jane both stated that a

culturally responsive classroom allows students to be more comfortable with themselves, which

in turn, makes them more comfortable to reach out to others as they can connect to some of the
things they're saying and relate it to some to some of the things they're seeing.
"People get along better when they understand people. It's usually a lack of
understanding that causes conflict, so if they understand other cultures, or if they're at least
exposed to other cultures,

it's not going to be shocking, or... troublesome," said Katie when

addressing the social impact a culturally responsive classroom can have. When they know and
understand where behaviors might come from and can be more sensitive to other people's ideas
and ways of

life, students can be more sensitive towards one another, said Cindy. Katie gave

some great examples, as to how to help students learn about and accept differing cultures for
students. She said,

"if you (teachers)

read stories that have gay characters or racially btended

families, they'll begin to see that it's not a big deal, and people will be treated equally." she went
on to say,

"...

also, reading stories with strong female characters or have male characters that

aren't stereotypically aggressive, kids will realize that there is more than one way to 'Just be"
and more than one way to act or think."
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Culturally Relevant Resources and Curriculum
Katie said that when it comes to resources for the classroom a teacher needs to choose
materials and instructional tools, such as reading materials, carefully and take the cultures of all
students into consideration. She went on to say that when you are choosing materials,

it is

important to expose children to literature about hornosexuality, or that has characters with two
dads, or has strong female characters, but that are also age appropriate. Moreover, she said that
the books that are chosen with diverse characters, need to portray the characters authentically,
and not just a stereotypical representation of some culturally diverse person. Linda, and Cindy
agree that materials and instructional methods that are used in the classroom need to include

people from other cultures, and be respectful of other cultures.

While discussing how to create

a

culturally responsive curriculum, every single

participant stated the importance of incorporating people and ideas from other cultures into the
curriculum. But with all their good intentions and knowing the importance of creating a

culturally responsive classroom, Amanda was honestly speaking when she said that the
curriculum is set by the state, and there are not a lot of opportunities, or time, to stray from the
standards she's expected to teach and that you have to get creative and find the time to tie culture

into your daily lessons and curriculum, so that it still ties into the state standards. Moreover,
teaching the standards is her priority, especially as only a second year teacher. Katie (also a
second year teacher) said that the standards come from the top down, and are aligned with white,

middle-class ideologies. So, things have to change at the top to see changes in the standards and
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to see curriculum that represents more of the cultures that we see in the school. In the meantime,
tying culture into the curriculum is then, ultimately up to the teacher.
Although teachers have the freedom and ability to add cultures into their daily lesson
plans she said,

"...if

you want to supplement the curriculum to represent an affay of cultures, that

would not only take time, but also money to find those resources." She said there are not enough
high-quality, culturally diverse books to choose for their classroom libraries, and on top of that, it
takes time to find books that go beyond traditional character roles. Katie mentioned that the

school district provided each teacher with 40 books at the beginning of the school year, which
was very generous, and some were culturally diverse; but they could have done better. "The
characters were mainly white, but

if they provided

teachers with really good culturally diverse

books, that would take a huge burden off of teachers," she said.

Katie said that the easiest content areas to build in culture, is social studies and the
language arts. For example, with the use of technology, a teacher could infuse culture in the

curriculum, by having students Skype or become Pen Pals with students from around the world.
Katie, Cindy, and Linda, said that including other cultures can occur through adding books that
touch on different culture and languages. Cindy and Katie, stated further that the books that are
chosen for the classroom need to represent a variety of cultures and tell a variety of stories, and
also represent smaller cultural groups, not just portray the dominant culture or larger cultural

groups. For example, said both Cindy and Linda, you need to find good resources that touch on

different cultures and languages and portrays a true representation of those cultures.
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A teacher needs to plan activities and lessons carefully,

so that you

don't insult anyone

and so that is includes everyone, said two of the participants, Ellen and Jane, and that includes

using instructional methods and routines that that are respectful of cultural differences, said

Linda. For example, three of the participants did an extension of a social studies unit, called a
Culture Project. For the project, each student was responsible for interviewing someone in their

family about their home culture. Linda said that is a great project to do with her students, and

she

is always amazed that every year she does it, she gets almost 1007o participation from her
students and parents. Amanda said that her students bring in traditional dress from their country

of origin, books, artifacts from home, and items that are very important to them, for the Culture
Project. Katie said that one of the coolest things about the project, is when parents come into the
classroom to watch or even help their child present their Culture Project. Linda thinks it's great

to give the parents and students an opportunity to teach others about their culture and to see how
proud the students are while they do it. It's a way to let students and parents know that their
culture is important to you and that the information will be shared with the rest of the class, said

Ellen and Jane.
Ellen went on to say that a teacher should find out what exposure a student has had to
certain topics (when implementing the curriculum and determining how instruction is going to

occur)... figure out if this is something that's going to be the first time they've ever heard it, or
something that their families don't talk about or agree with. Jane used an example of talking
about holidays that not everyone in the room celebrates. Instead of avoiding the topic, because

not everyone celebrates it, a teacher should use it a learning tool, not an exclusion tool.
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Ellen mentioned that teachers should find out exposure a student has had to certain topics
and knowing whether other cultures share the same views as others. Her statement makes me

think of one of the biggest and most surprising challenges in my teaching career. It came during
one of the many meetings we (general education teacher and I) had with Ahmed's parents.

Throughout the school year, we had probably 3-4 meetings with Ahmed's parents. They were all

very informative for everyone and very productive meetings. At this particular meeting,
Ahmed's dad was inquiring as to what a typical day for Meshal looks like.
The general education teacher and I explained what his schedule looks like and then
began to break his day down by class, teacher, daily agenda, etc. The general education teacher
started to talk about music class and then how she incorporated music and movement into her

classroom. Ahmed's dad quickly intervened at this point of the conversation. He told us that he
did not want his son singing at all, playing instruments, or dancing like a girl. He said that is not
something they do at home and so he did not want Meshal to think he could do it at school.

I was speechless. How could we avoid letting Ahmed not sing and dance at school?
Music and movement were both huge components of the day and heavily incorporated into the
daily curriculum. Was Ahmed, who was already significantly lower than his peers, really
expected to stay seated, while his classmates were singing the numbers song? Ahmed was also a

very active student and it was obvious to me that the movement of singing and dancing offered
him was a great way to help him focus. On top of all of this, we were a CETA (Changing
Education Through the Arts) school. According to the Kennedy Center's website, CETA is a
program (through the Kennedy Center) in Washington, D.C. that helps develop teachers and
48

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

schools knowledge and skills in the arts and arts integration so that they include the arts as a

critical component in every child's education htt :/leducation. kenned
center. org/ed Llcation/ceta/rn
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on. h t rn I ). So ,

not only is music a big component of the school

day, but we were actually considered an arts integrated school.

We explained to Ahmed's dad how we use music and movement at the school throughout
the day, and how

it had a positive impact for most students. We also

assured him that the dancing

and singing that did occur at the school was not a girl way of dancing, or aboy way of dancing.

The movement that occurred throughout the school day was based on academics and served as a
way to help students retain information better, and simply learn through movement. However,
his dad was not going to say it was o.k. for his son to dance and sing.

As the conversation progressed, we agreed on limits as to how Ahmed would participate
in music and movement throughout the day. His dad agreed that Ahmed could stay in music
class (he had originally asked that he be removed), which I was really happy about, because

Ahmed loved music class, and it was a great way to help him work on his social skills. We also
agreed that Ahmed would not sing and dance in the classroom, and he could just watch the other

kids. This was probably the hardest and saddest one for me to implement.
As I said before, Ahmed was an active student and loved being with his peers. He also
loved to participate in what the other students were doing, so it was really hard for me to ask him

to stay seated or remove him from the room (which is what I typically did) when the other
students were learning through dancing and singing. Although
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through with the cultural requests of Ahmed's parents, I knew it was important to them. I was
also happy with how cordial the conversation was, and that between the four of us, we were able

to respect everyone's position and come to an agreement that implemented and respected all
cultures.
On top of creating a creating curriculum that is culturally responsive, Cindy highlighted
the importance of creating culturally relevant assessments. When assessments are created, we
need to make sure language and cultural barriers are taken into consideration while assessing
students or asking curriculum questions. Cindy pointed out that some tests are heavily laden with
a Christianity/Protestant undertone and we

don't realize it. Therefore, she said, "... children may

not do poorly (on the test) because they don't understand the language, or what's going, but
because they

don't understand the culture of the test." She also stated

"...

it' s hard to separate

yourself from what you teach, because you teach who you are, essentially." She suggested that
when possible, a teacher should try to ask students questions in their preferred language, to
decipher whether the misunderstanding is because the student actually doesn't know, or

if

the

misunderstanding is because of a language barrier. "... just because you speak a different
language, from a different culture, and understand things differently, doesn't mean that you're

not intelligent about it."

Barriers and Facilrtamrs for Creating Culturally Relevant Classrooms
During the interview process, the teachers were all asked about what barriers they faced
when trying to create a culturally responsive classroom, and what helped facilitate them in
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creating a culturally responsive classroom. Every teacher that was interviewed seemed to
understand the importance of creating a culturally responsive classroom, but said that there were

many barriers they faced and levels of discomfort that prevented them from being able to create a
classroom that is culturally responsive. When asked about barriers they face when creating a

culturally responsive classroom, Ellen said that she was eager to discuss the barriers, because it
was a lengthy list.

One of the barriers that was mentioned the most, was the barrier of time. Katie and
Amanda both mentioned that the lack of instructional time during the day, and the pressure they
faced to meet all the standards that are set by the state, posed a barrier for them to create
classrooms that are culturally responsive. With the pressure they face with meeting the state
standards, neither of them felt they had the time to include or stray from the set standards they

were expected to teach. So most teachers priorities (including their own) are making sure their
students are learning the standards, not creating a socially just classroom.

If Amanda

has any

extra time during her busy schedule, she uses the time to plan for the next day's instruction,

giving assessments, or grading papers.
Not only does it take time to find culturally responsive curriculum, but it also takes time
to learn about the cultural diversity within class or school. As Ellen said, "It takes a lot of time to
get really good at this (learning about cultures) and a lot of time planning to make sure that

you're conscious of cultures, and learning about cultures

-

especially

if you're coming from a

place where you don't know much to begin with." Amanda and Jane both agreed that it takes

time to learn about each students' cultures and their intricacies within the classroom and school.
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This is a perfect example of a barrier also serving as a facilitator in creating culturally responsive
classrooms. Jane said that, "Even

if

a teacher does not have a

culturally diverse classroom,

teachers still have just as much of a responsibility to be culturally responsive... they should

still

be learning about and teaching their students about other cultures."

On my caseload for students with special education services, I had 18 students, Of those

l8

students, there were probably

l0 different countries

and represented and

all l8

students had

their own home culture. Moreover, out of my 18 students, I would say l5 of them required
English language services at school, as English was not their first language. Therefore, the
parents of my students required translators at our meetings, and English was not their first
language.

The two main languages that were spoken among the families on my caseload, were
Spanish and Arabic. That means that there were 10-15 cultural and linguistic differences that

I

would have to famili ar.ze myself with and gain knowledge about, so that I felt comfortable and
prepared to facilitate IEP meetings with parents, and in some cases, their translators. I knew that

I had to learn about the families with whom I worked with, but when I realized how long it takes
to truly dig deep about each family, I found myself relying on "blanket," or general cultural
practices that may or may not pertain to all of the families I worked with. As I met with more

families and began creating relationships with them, I began to understand that I needed to learn
more about each family, beyond the stereotypical representations I was researching. I needed to
be

willing to ask the parents about their home life, and their home culture, and then incorporate

that information into my daily instructional practices and interactions with my students. This was
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the case with Ahmed and his family. I truly believe that once I began asking them about them,

their country of origin, how they're adapting to life in the U.S., etc., our working relationship and
trust in one another grew, and in turn, we were able to create an education plan for Ahmed that
was culturally relevant and met his educational needs.

Every single participant said that to learn about cultures within the classroom, it is the
teacher's' responsibility to do the research and seek understanding. One way to do this, they all
said, is to ask either the children or parents questions regarding who they are. Ellen said that
once you begin asking questions you can start to dig deep and find out what they're perceptions
are regarding education. Katie also stated that when you begin to ask questions you can

find out

about how they perceive body language, time, religion, etc. Finding out about individual

families, and their culture is important, because it lets students understand you're interested in
the first place, said Ellen. When learning about culture, Cindy and Amanda both said that to truly

learn about students and who they are, you have to talk to parents and kids.
However, beginning to understand families, and communicating with parents might not
be comfortable, and serve as a barrier for some, which is the case for Katie. There might also be

topics, such as religion, that seem taboo to talk about to some teachers. Katie said that she is not
comfortable talking to parents and would rather talk to her students about who they are and their
about their culture. She feels uncomfortable and awkward asking questions or not feeling
knowledgeable about certain topics, such as religion, and because of that she does not want to

offend anyone, so she would rather to her students. However, she said that with more teaching
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experience she hopes she will begin to feel more comfortable communicating and initiating
conversations with parents.

Utilizing your students

as a tool to learn about their culture, is also great way to show

them you care about who they are and that their culture is important to you. This can be a great
way to learn about who your students are, especially

if you're not comfortable initiating cultural

conversations with parents. Amanda mentioned that

if you're not comfortable talking to parents,

one thing a teacher could do is send home a questionnaire to parents. The questionnaire could
have interview questions for the parents regarding their child and themselves.

You can also ask students questions about who they are, even if they're young, Amanda
said. She said that when they're young, they don't even realize they're talking about their

differences, they just like to talk about themselves and tell stories. It's actually very easy for her

to talk about culture with her students, because it just kind of happens. Her students in her class

just mix between each other and talk about cultures and they don't even think about it. Cindy
also suggested that a teacher could have students bring something into school, that is of
importance to them. She looked at this as a perfect opportunity for students to learn something
about each other and their differences, but also as a way to learn about their similarities. Cindy
also stated that you could also talk to the students' previous teachers to gain some cultural

knowledge about your students.

Cindy and Linda also understood importance of digging deep and learning about the
cultures of individual students, not just learning generic information. o'Because," said Cindy,
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'Just because there's two children that have the same language, or are from the same region of
the world doesn't mean they have anything in common, or anything to do with each other...."

Linda also said that you have to learn about and understand a student's' country of origin. She
said,

"...

a language or

religion that goes by the same name, that is spoken or practiced in two

countries, although similar sounding and with similar practices, will vary from country to

country and person to person."

An example of this is at our school, there were many paraprofessionals whom I worked
closely with that spoke Arabic. Throughout the school day, there were many instances that I was

not able to communicate well with Ahmed, and I asked one of the paraprofessionals to speak to
Ahrned in Arabic, to see if he better understood. The first time I asked, one of the
paraprofessionals asked me where Ahmed was from. I told her he was from Saudi Arabia, and
she said that she would speak to

him in Arabic, but it might not sound right to him as she was

from a different Arabic speaking country. She point out to me that although they both spoke
Arabic, there were differences between how Arabic is spoken between the two countries.
When Cindy mentioned that two students from the same place or of the same race
possible having very different cultural experiences, she used herself and her husband as an
example, and discussed her experience. Although they are both African-American, and share
some cultural similarities, they actually had very different cultural experiences growing up,

which is the case for many of our students. An experience or similarity they shared, was that she
and her husband were both African-American, had three kids in their family, and both sets
parents were married and in the home. However, that is where the similarities ended.
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Cindy grew-up in an upper-middle class home, where both her parents had college
degrees and worked for the government. They lived in the same house their whole

life and each

kid had their own car by the age of 16. She and her two siblings graduated from high school and
pursued college degrees. Her husband on the other hand, grew up in a military family, and so

they moved quite often. His mother did not work and so his family struggled more. For example,
the kids only car, that they shared, was a hand-me-down car from their grandma, not a new car

like she and her siblings had.
She also noted that one of the biggest differences between the two households was the
use of language. She said that her husband's

family used

a

lot of slang and cursing, and neither

of those were allowed in herhouse. So, although some people might assume,

"...

oh, she's

African American, and he's African American, they must have a lot in common, that's actually
not the case. "Just because we're the same tace, does not mean we're the same... even thought
there were some similarities, there are also a lot of differences," she said. She went on to say that

with our students, there might also be

a

lot of similarities, but there are going to be a lot of

differences, and we have to be aware of that in our classrooms, because we don't know what

their personal culture is like.
So, the important thing is to take the time and do the research, even

if it makes you

uncomfortable. As Ellen said, "Start where you're comfortable, but just start

- it can be difficult

and somewhat daunting for somebody to start talking about religion, because

it's

so taboo. So,

if

religion is not your point of comfort when talking about culture, then just don't start there. Start
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wherever you're comfortable, but start something. And don't just do it once. Don't just talk
about culture one time, and think that that's enough."

Another barrier that many of the teachers face when trying to create a culturally
responsive classroom, is language barriers. Cindy felt that students whose parents come into the
school helped their child feel empowered, but that a lot of parents are afraid to come to the
school, because they don't speak English. Katie said that when parents who do not speak English
do come to the school, it's great, but it is difficult to speak with them and learn about them and

their child.
To speak with a majority of her students' parents, she would need a translator, parent
liaison or the use of the language line to communicate with them (which of course takes time and
money). Moreover, when parents do come the school, said Linda, you want to make sure they
feel welcome and that their culture is being recognized, without calling them out for being

different. They should not feel like being an English Language Learner is a negative thing, but
something the school will recognize and provide services to help them navigate their way
through the school. Another way to help include parents at the school, that was suggested by

Katie, is having access to parent liaisons that speak multiple languages, not just the majority
languages that are spoken at the school. Katie also mentioned that you can help them (parents)

find support from other families with a similar culture or who can help them with language
barriers so they can Iearn to maneuver the school.
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Linda said that the school has a language board in the front office, that parents can use to
point to the language they speak. Then, if we have a parent liaison in the school that speaks that
particular language, they will translate for the parents. However, the problem with that system is
that not every language is represented and there might not be a parent liaison present, who can
translate.

All

languages need to be represented at the school and need to be done in real time,

which means it needs to be constantly updated. And although we have the language line that we
can use,

it

seems that there are neyer enough translators in the district, especially

for nights like

conferences, etc. She wondered how we can make parents feel welcome and comfortable with

coming to the school, if we can't even provide translators. Furtherrnore, said Katie,

" ...we have

resources to help parents when they come to the school, but parents don't even know they are
there. The school has to do a better job of letting parents know what resources are available to

them, and to access the resources, to help them at the school and at home."

Although parents might not want to go to their child's school because they're
uncomfortable, Ellen, Cindy, and Amanda did not think that at their current school, there were
enough opportunities to get to know families and invite them into the classroom or the school to
get a better understanding of them and for them to create a better understanding of the school.

Katie and Jane both understood the importance of inviting parents into the school and
classrooms, and she thought there needed to be some sort of a system where parents knew they
were able to come and visit/observe their students learning environment. Jane felt strongly that
you cannot provide too many opportunities to invite parents into the classroom.
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When Katie talks about parents coming into the classroom, she did not necessarily mean
an open door policy, where parents can drop by the classroom at any

time. Instead, she would

like to see something in place at the school that allows parents to be at the school for less formal
situations and come to the school and observe the classroom, without the added pressure of

communicating or conference type situations. An example of this could be a set schedule for
parents to come into the school (i.e. Fridays at 10:00), in an informal fashion, to gain more

insight regarding their child's day to day routine at school.
GWES tried this for a year, and it was not well received by the teachers. The schedule
that was put in place, allowed parents to come into the school and sit with their kids and observe
the ins and outs of the classroom. The teachers all understood the purpose of letting parents come

into the school, but did not necessarily see the merit in it. What was frustrating for Katie, as a
new teacher, was that it made her uncomfortable. It was also frustrating that the parents who
came into the school to be with their kids, were not the parents that needed the exposure to help

their kids. Even though there were components of the letting parents come in and observe their
child and teacher that frustrated Katie and other teachers, she would like to something similar
implemented, but with a few adjustments.

Katie suggested that you can invite parents into the classroom for specific projects, such
as the first-grade

writing project they do every year, or having family engagement nights to help

create more of a home-school connection. Another way to create a home-school connection is by

inviting parents to come into the classroom to talk about their home culture, said Katie and Jane.

59

Teacher Perceptions of a Culturally Responsive Classroom

When Katie suggested this, it made me think of when I invited parents into the classroom where

I was

student teaching to discuss their families home culture and what

it means to them.

After I completed my undergraduate degree coursework, I decided to go back to MN to
do my student teaching. The school district where I student taught was in an upper-middle class,

mainly white, suburb, just southwest of Minneapolis. The first grade class I was student teaching

in was mainly white students, there were some students of color, and students that had cultural
backgrounds that differed from the dominant cultures, but it was a mainly white, middle class,
classroom.

During the halloween season, students were talking about the costumes they were going
to wear and how much candy they were going to get trick or treating. However, there were two
students in the class who were not participating in the chatter, because their families did not
celebrate halloween, due to their cultural and religious beliefs. The teacher decided to do a fall

party in which all of the students could wear their costumes and partake in the festivities in the
classroom. The day of the party, the two students who did not celebrate halloween did not come

to school. I felt so sad for them. Why didn't the teacher try to incorporate and respect all cultures
when planning a fall party, so that students who did not share the cultural practices of the
dominant culture did not have to miss school and feel isolated?

As I reflected on the two students who did not come to school for the party and learned
more about the students in the classroom, I realized that every student has their own home
culture and that those cultures should be shared and celebrated within the classroom community.
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So, towards the middle of my student teaching, I invited all the parents to come to the school to

talk about their home culture and their child's cultural background, as it ties into what we were
learning about in social studies.
The response from the parents was outstanding, and I think that at least 10 parents came

to the classroom. The first thing I noticed when parents came into the classroom, was how proud
their child was to have them in their room. They would light up when they saw their mom or dad
and sat right next to them as they discussed their families culture. The second thing

I noticed was

how attentive the students were when they parents showed them pictures and artifacts and told
stories about their family. The third thing I learned is that although many of my students share

similar cultural practices, they were still an individual who perceives things differently. The
interactions I had and the knowledge I gained from the parents changed me as a teacher and
made me realize how important

it is to invite families into the classroom and to learn about the

culture of every student in the classroom.
Amanda and Cindy agree there needs to be more informal scenarios for parents to come

into the school. Amanda thought something like having classroom pajama and ptzzaparty,
would be a great way for parents and teachers to meet one another, without the pressure of
holding a conference or requiring formal talk. In an informal setting, such as this she said, there
is no pressure to talk about particular students and how they're doing, just a meet and greet for
everyone to get to know one another. But again, Amanda said, it takes time and money to make
that happen.
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Cindy mentioned that the school has a Cultural Night once a year, which is a great
opportunity for students and parents to be welcomed into the school, and talk about who they and
their children are. To prepare for culture night, students create projects in their school and home
about their culture. Then on culture night, the students present their projects to the school and

community.
Many of the students wear traditional clothing, and bring artifacts from their home to
represent their home culture. For a long time, they were allowed to bring in food from their home

culture to share with the community. She said that there was always a great turn out for the
event, and that is was amazing to see the pride the students and families has while representing
themselves. However, due to health concerns, the administration no longer allowed food at

Cultural Night. Cindy noticed that there was a significant drop in participation by the community
once food was no longer served, as both she and Amanda food/dinner is what brings families in
the community together. She concluded that

it was because Cultural Night took place in the

evening, and many families saw it as an opportunity to feed their family, as food was a big

incentive for them to attend. But when food was no longer a possibility, many families decided
not to attend. She felt very sad about this, as it is a great time for the school and community to
recognize and take pride in all of the differing cultures within the community.
Language barriers not only impact verbal communication, but it also impacts paper and
email communication between school, teacher, and home. There is a huge of amount of
paperwork send home from school on an almost daily basis for parents and guardians to review,
and sometimes sign and send back to the school. For parents who speak English, these papers
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serve as a great resource to keep parents informed about what's happening at school. However,

for parents who do not speak English, these papers can be frustrating, passed over, and make
parents feel even more disconnected from the school.

I experience language barriers with paperwork quite often as a special education teacher.
Over 50Vo of the students on my caseload did not speak English at home and I felt is was my

responsibility to ensure that everything that was sent home, could be understood by the parents,
and then signed; as a majority of what

I

send home was legal documents that had a timeline

attached to them. The language in IEP documents, along with parental rights, can be very hard to
understand, even for people whose first language is English. Whenever

(especially

if they were important

and legally binding)

I sent home documents

I spent time using Google Translator to

summarize each portion of the paperwork. Some languages that I am familiar with (i.e. Spanish)
were easier than others to do this, as I could "read through" what was translated to ensure that
the words I wanted to say were translated correctly. However, one language that was particularly

difficult to translate and confirm that the translation was accurate was Arabic.
Even though it took a long time, translating as many portions of documents that were sent
home was my attempt at creating a bridge between school and home. I did this because I did not
want to just "pull a fast one over parents' eyes", and have them sign off on a legal document that
they didn't even understand. My school district provided the parental rights for special education

in the language of their choice, and provided translators at the IEP meetings which was great.
However, we could not get IEPs translated into multiple languages, because again, it took a lot of
time and money.
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Linda said that administration and the school does an o.k job at translating papers that are
sent home. They (school) only have them translate into the four main languages that are spoken:

English, Spanish, Arabic, and Amharic. But she said, "what about my students who speak, let's
say... Farsi, or Pashtun, which some of my students and their parents, do?" Katie also sees the
hardships of sending papers home to families that do not speak English, or one of the main
languages spoken at our school. Katie proposed that the school adopt a system that provides
parents a way to differentiate between the important papers, ones in which they might have to

take the extra time to translate and understand (i.e. conference sign-up papers, field trip
perrnission slips, days off of school, etc.), and papers that are not deemed as important (i.e.
classroom parent newsletters).

Linda and I prioritized paperwork, in a fashion that was mentioned by Katie, for Meshal's
parents, per the dad's request.

I'll be honest,

I did not recogntze the frustration parents might feel

or think to do this, until his dad asked for our assistance in helping hirn decipher the importance

of some paper work over others. When this request occurred, the general education immediately
agreed to help with this and suggested we put a red dot on all the paperwork we sent home that
was deemed as important and that the parents needed to translate

it for themselves. The system

worked out really well, and I ended up using it for a lot of my students. It worked well because
everyone (the entire special ed. team: occupational therapist, physical therapist, speech therapist,
general education teacher and I) was on board with taking the time (which remember there's not
a

lot of it) to support the parents. Research suggests taking prioritizing papers a step further.
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When papers are sent home for parents to see, translating papers into a preferred
language is helpful, but not sufficient enough for parents to understand the content.

A teacher

can prionttze or indicate for parents the mail that is sent home with their child that is most

important, or pertains directly to them. Schools also need to hold parent leadership classes (in

multiple languages), offer programs for parents from specific ethnic groups (in multiple
languages), and guide teacher-in-action research to increase teachers' understanding of parents

from other cultures and hone their skill at developing partnerships with parents. Schools can
open a parent resource center, for parents to access throughout the school day (Kugler

&

Sobel,

2001).

Unfortunately, learning about students' cultures and working together to support families,
is not a priority for everyone and can create barriers for teachers who want to bridge the cultural
gap between home and school. Ellen stated that a barrier in creating a culturally responsive

classroom, such as the one mentioned above, can't occur when you're working with other
teachers who don't care about being culturally responsive or have a bad attitude towards creating
a classroom environment that is

culturally responsive. She said, "if you're working against other

people's attitudes, you're sort of fighting an uphill battle...

if you're working with people who

may not value a CRC in the same way that you would value it, you sort of feel like you have to
stand up for that, and you're battling a bad attitude." She went on to say, "There are teachers out
there who don't care

-

they want the school culture to be the most important culture, between the

hours of 8:00 and 3:00."
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The other participants agreed with Ellen. Katie agreed that having a school that values

cultural differences and helps train/teach staff about cultures within the school, teachers will then
feel more receptive. They will also be more open to transfer.irg that knowledge into creating a
classroom that is culturally responsive. Not only do teachers need supportive colleagues, said

Ellen and Linda, but they need to have an administration team and district support to create

a

culturally responsive environment.
Admini
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Jane said that she felt supported and encouraged by her administration to create

opportunities to learn about the families and their cultures in her room. Ellen said that the school
does a really good

job at emphasizing language and language acquisition, but understanding

a

students' culture is so much more than just understanding their language and bridging their
language to English. Although many of the other participants agreed with them, they felt that the

school had good intentions about supporting teachers and creating opportunities to bring in

families, but they did not follow through with the support. As Cindy has experienced, ".. . you
say something, a good idea, and they might say that's a great idea, but you don't know how they

really feel about it, because nothing comes of it."
Katie, Cindy, and Linda feel somewhat supported by administration in creating

a

culturally responsive classroom, and thinks that the school values diversity, but misses the mark
on some things. For example, Ellen said,

"...

they (administration) would be supportive

if you

were to go on the endeavor (to learn more about culture) individually, and that they would be
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open to suggestions about professional development- but whether they would be able to execute
those for the entire school is another question

- it's not something that's on their priority list to

do something school wide or division wide." She feels that the administrators' agendas are so big
that it (cultural responsiveness and suggestions) just falls off their radar. Even if the
administrators did create time and opportunities for professional development, whether they're
elective or not, teachers also need to be given,

"...

some

flexibility and opportunities to spend

time talking about those things (what they're learned) with one another instead of sticking to
(talking about) unit plans all the time, said Ellen.
Another contributing to letting cultural responsiveness fall of their radar, said Linda and
Amanda, is that it might be a lack of knowledge on the administrator's' side. Linda thinks that
administrators don't have enough knowledge and so they don't know enough to say this and
that. Amanda said that she does not think the administrators would have the answers she needed

(regarding culture) at any moment because of their lack of background in ELL and different
cultures. That's why, said Linda, on the teacher evaluation forms that the principals

fill

out while

observing teachers, they have never have filled out or discussed the part of the form where they
observe and discuss how culturally responsive the teachers' instructional methods were, with her
(because they lack the knowledge of culturally responsive techniques). "... they need more

training themselves, before they can support others," she said. It's frustrating for Linda, because
she feels she works very hard at being a

culturally responsive teacher and creating instructional

methods that include every student and differentiates for every student, but due to a lack of
knowledge on the administrators' part, they aren't recognizing her for that.
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Although most participants felt that it was mainly the teacher's job to learn about the
cultures of their students, they also felt that it would benefit everyone if there were more

opportunities for professional development on cultures and cultural responsiveness. However,
once again, there is not enough time. But even

if

there was enough time, said Ellen,

"... I don't

know if that's how teachers would choose to spend their time." Jane, Linda, and Ellen, all felt
that attending professional development to learn about culturally responsive teachings, is not
everyone's priority. Teachers, Katie said, lack time and they don't want to sit in on meetings that
feel forced, which can cause resentment. Ellen agreed with Katie, ".. . (there is) no buy-in from
the teachers and so no one focuses on the topic of culture... with teachers who are under a lot
pressure they might feel that something is more valuable to them." Linda felt that

of

it's something

people are interested in, or not.

Both Katie and Amanda felt that there are not enough professional opportunities offered

in the district. If there are opportunities for culturally responsive professional development, said
four participants, you would have to seek it for yourself, which again, takes time and possibly
money

if it's not an in-district professional development. Amanda

said that besides there not

being enough opportunities for PD in the school district, she's not sure if the PD opportunities
that are out there would be good ones, and they would most likely only go along with language,
not how to incorporate culture into the classroom. She said that she had recently attended a paid

for professional development that was offered in the district, and it was amazing. However,

she

had to pay for the PD. She thinks that the district could do a better of getting quality speakers to
discuss cultural diversity and train people on it. Linda suggested that one way to have quality and
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authentic speakers come to the school is by asking parents to speak to the staff. If parents came
to the school, it would provide teachers a great opportunity to ask them cultural questions and
educate themselves, to better meet the needs of all students.

For the last year, I have been working at an elementary school in Colorado as a special
education teacher. The start of the 2016-2017 school year, marked my eighth year of teaching. It
also made

it the third state and fourth school of my teaching career. When the new school year

started, new teachers in the district (and like all the other districts where I have taught) were all

required to participate in certain professional development (PD) opportunities. One of the PD
requirements was on multicultural responsiveness. I was delighted and surprised when I found
out that one of the required PD opportunities that was required for new teachers, was

multicultural training. No other state or school where I have taught required this sort of PD, or
even discussed PD opportunities for new teachers to gain more cultural awareness.

I was excited and very impressed that they had a PD on culturally responsive teaching,
because I knew

it was

a great opportunity

for teachers to be exposed to different cultures, and

gain knowledge and tools they could bring back to their classroom. I also assumed that it would
be a day long training, where we would have an instructor who was knowledgeable and
passionate about culturally responsive teaching, and would provide us the opportunity to have

meaningful conversations and really dig deep into what culturally responsive teaching looks like.

I felt really good going into the first day of the training,

as the

topic is something that I

have been reading about, and collecting data about, for the last two years. I was eager to
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contribute to the conversation and hear other's perspectives. But my excitement was put on hold
when the speaker began going over the agenda. He said that he will quickly go over everything
and

if we had any questions, please feel free to ask him, but for the sake of time, we could (and

should) also email him. I was stunned. Although I didn't want to be there late, I did not
anticipate that he would start out the PD by basically shutting down the notion that there would
be any discussion over what was being taught.

So, the instructor, whom I believe is also a teacher at the local high school, began to

review his scripted, powerpoint slides, regarding culturally responsive teaching. Both days of the
training were so scripted, and only served as blanket statements regarding what culturally
responsive teaching is, and a glimpse of what other cultures look like. I was so disappointed in

how the content was addressed. And again, the timing of it was less than ideal, as people were
tired and didn't know why they were being forced to attend a training that they didn't choose on
their own and did not think they had any reason to hear. I actually heard two teachers talking
about why they had to do this, there were only white kids in their class, and it wasn't their

responsibility to make sure everyone's happy!
The city where I teach, has a majority white population, and is considered one of the top
ten most conservative cities in the United States. However, there is

still a large population of

Latino/a and African-American students, especially in the district where I teach. Even if we don't
have a class that is culturally diverse, isn't it still our responsibility to engage in conversations
about cultural differences and make sure that our students know and understand cultural

differences? The fact that teachers do not think they have a responsibility to teach in a culturally
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responsive way, because their students are just like them, puts themselves and their students in
such a vacuum. So, although

I still think that the district is on the right track, and has good

intentions with the training, they need to make a few changes for future PD opportunities.

One, I would make it not only a requirement for new teachers, but a requirement that all
teachers take the course every year. Teachers need to be reminded every year, that there is a

world other than themselves out there. Even if their students are not culturally diverse based on
their race, there are other differences the students have, and we need to understand how those
differences impact learning. The other thing that I would change is the timing of the PD. The

training took place in the evening. It should have been an all day training. That way, teachers can
be broken up into small groups, and have meaningful conversations about their own culture and

personal biases, and their perceptions of culturally responsive teaching, and discuss what was
being taught. Without these conversations, we cannot move forward as culturally responsive
teachers.

C

reating Home-School Relationships

Due to the cultural diversity of GWES, many of our students have to shift who they are

from home to school and they might struggle with academic and social success, because of this
shift. Ellen understood this all too well. She said,"... it's hard for kids to "code switch' and
figure out that in one setting they have one culture and in one setting they're not expected to
have that culture, and they're expected to do something differently. I think that's

7L
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kids... all we talk about is how can we teach them English, not where those languages
spoken and the culture that goes along with

are

it."

Research suggests that going to the homes of students and conducting home interviews

with parents is an effective and positive way to create

a

relationship between home and school

(Santamaria, 2009). Four of the teachers who were interviewed, did just that. They were in
graduate school, through a partnership with a local school and our school district, for English

Language Learners. One of the assigned projects for their coursework was to go to a student's'
house and conduct interviews with the parents.

Katie knows that talking to and communicating with parents is a necessity when it comes
to creating a culturally responsive classroom. Linda and Amanda agree with her, and at the
beginning of the school year, they were all able to go into the home of one their students to

interview the parents about who they are and to talk about their culture. Katie said that although
she is uncomfortable talking to parents, doing the interview

with the family was extremely

beneficial, and she wishes she had time to do it with every family in her class. "So much was
learned about the student, that I would never have learned... I was able to talk to parents, about
the culture of the family and the languages that are spoken at home." Furthermore, she said,

"Starting a dialogue like this with parents is the most effective way to get to know the students'
culture- and it makes parents feel valued when you take time to learn about them." She knows
that language serves as a barrier while conducting home interviews, but she suggested that a
teacher can use the language line anywhere, and so
students. Katie thinks that

if

it could easily be used at the homes of your

teachers had the time and the right incentive,
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everyone did home interviews. However, it again comes down to time and money. She thinks
that one of the ways a teacher would make home interviews a priority, would be if they go paid

to do them. She says this, because the interviews would have to take place outside of school
hours, and would conflict with the time they have for the personal life.

Linda was able to learn so much about her student and how important the student's home
culture is to them. Before the home interview, Linda was informed by the parents of her student,
that for two months, the student and her family would be going back to their home country of

Ethiopia. To say the least, Linda was stunned and could not understand why someone would pull
their child out of school for two months. She wondered how that would benefit the student,
especially academically and socially. However, after she interviewed the family, she was
exposed to the merit and value in the family going to Ethiopia, and the importance of having the

student spend time with her family and be a part of her culture.
Amanda said that there was a vast amount of merit in conducting home interviews, as she
was able to ask parents questions about themselves and their family and not just talk about about

their child. The student whose parents she interviewed welcomed her into their home and she
could tell that they were eager to talk about themselves and help paint a picture of who they are.

Not only could she sense the parents' pride, but she could see the pride in the student after
Amanda conducted the home interview. She felt she know the student so much better, and that
the student had a closer connect to her and showed more empowerment since the interview,

knowing that she was at their house and met the parents. Beyond feeling pride and creating a
closer connection with the students in your class, Amanda thinks that a strengthened relationship
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between parents and teachers,

it could improve the way students perform, and possibly hold the

parents more accountable for responding to and doing things at home.

CONCLUSION
The findings from this study highlight the importance of both understanding all cultures
and creating a culturally responsive classroom that embodies the cultural and linguistic

differences of all students. When we are able to create a classroom that respects the cultural and

linguistic differences of all our students, doors will open to a learning environment that sets up
all students for academic and social success. Although teachers may have good intentions to
create a culturally classroom, and understand the importance of it, there are many barriers they
face.

Yet,

have to start somewhere. Teachers must start learning about and understanding the

culture of their students at a place where they are comfortable and begin creating a culturally
responsive classroom from there.
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